As an important participant in the international construction market, Chinese construction firms (CCFs) are confronted with the tasks of keeping themselves competitive. To help CCFs maintain and improve their competitiveness, this research builds a conceptual model to investigate the relationship between competitive strategy, market entry mode and performance within CCFs. Based on data collected from CCFs, this research has confirmed the importance of cost leadership strategy, differentiation strategy and business scope diversification, to achieve their superior performance. Moreover, there are positive relationships among entry mode strategies with CCFs' international performance.
Introduction
Facing an era of unprecedented business environmental change and uncertainty under the trend of global economic integration, the issues of strategic management and internationalization have become imperative for top management in organizational survival and success. Many multinational enterprises (MNEs) from advanced industrialized countries (AICs) have demonstrated their ability for internationalization in various industries. As a result, their international competitiveness has been built upon and enhanced (Bradley, 2004) . Construction has been one of the most important economic activities during the process of humankind's remaking of natural environments. Construction is driven and affected by the global economy, and it has a worldwide impact. According to the study by Co (2014) , the output value of global construction markets will reach US$1.27 trillion on construction in 2020. Such a huge 'cake' has been luring numerous construction firms all over the world. It is hence no wonder that cross-border transactions of construction business have been steadily increasing, regardless of the turbulence in the global political and economic scene.
China had built up an extensive basic infrastructure during the past three decades. It is expected that the high demand for construction in China will last for a long time in future due to its fast economic growth. According to National Bureau of Statistics of China, the contribution of the construction industry to the GDP of China increased from 5.5% in 2000 to 7.0% in 2014. The gross output value of the construction industry, which was RMB 1249.76 billion in 2000, had reached RMB 17671.34 billion in 2014. The number of people involved in the industry rose from 19.94 million in 2000 to 45.37 million in 2014 (NBS, 2015) . The average annual growth rate of the industry has been over 9% since 2000. With the rapid development of the Chinese construction industry, increasing support from the Chinese government, and "One Belt One Roda" Initiative, Chinese construction firms (CCFs) have been given numerous opportunities in venturing abroad and acquiring wide-ranging experience, enhancing their knowledge and skills. Chinese construction firms (CCFs) have been given great opportunities in venturing abroad and acquiring wide-ranging experience, enhancing their knowledge and skills. Some CCFs have made significant achievements in the global construction market. The number of CCFs that have emerged in the Engineering News Record (ENR) Top 250 International Contractors list has increased from a mere 4 in 1992 to 65 in 2014. The gross contracting revenue of the 65 Chinese contractors reached $ 89.55 billion in 2014 and accounted for 17.17% of the top 250 contractor's revernue (ENR, 2015) .
The rapid emergence of CCFs in international markets has generated much interest in their competitors around the globe as well as in researchers (Cheah et al., 2007; Chen &Orr, 2014; Co, 2014) . Despite the sharp increase in the number of CCFs in recent years，the average revenue generated by each firm is far less than their counterparts from the advanced countries (Wu et al., 2008) ．As latecomers to the international market，the appropriate strategic selection of international construction market thus becomes important for CCFs．However, based on extensive literature review, it was found that there are few empirical studies on how to improve CCFs" international performance, especially from the corporate perspectives. The purpose of this study is to understand the determinants of CCFs. Drawing on the industrial organization approach and market entry mode view, the study focuses on investigating the competitive strategy and market entry mode affecting CCFs" international performance.
Literature Review
The trend towards globalisation has added a new dimension into the field of strategy (De Wit & Meyer, 2005) . Researchers have presented various conceptual models based on profound theories to explore the factors that may influence the process of internationalization and the choice of entry mode in foreign markets (Dunning, 1988; Porter, 1990; Anderson, 1997; Madhok, 1997; Sharma & Blomstermo, 2004; Santangelo & Meyer, 2009; Wilson & Baack, 2012; Anderson et al., 2014) . Porter (1990) produced a critique on comparative advantage and proposed alternative concepts of competitive advantage -the "National Diamond". The Diamond framework highlights not only the naturally inherited or comparative but also the advanced or competitive factors of production. Dunning (1988) explained the prerequisites of the existence of MNE by providing an eclectic theory, i.e. ownership-specific advantage, location-specific advantage and internalization-specific advantage (OLI) based on the previous MNE theories. The international strategic management studies employed or referenced the RBV has increased significantly since 1990s (Barney, 1991; Makadok, 2001) . The presence of resources and capabilities could provide a firm the discretion or motivation (strategic choices) to pursue a strategy of internationalization thereby increasing its size and profitability (Knight & Kim, 2009 ).
In the study of the competitive advantages developed by CCFs, this research will acknowledge that industrial organization approach and market entry mode have their impact on CCFs" performance. Industrial organization approach examines the impact of firm"s competitive behavior and performance at the industry level. Porter (1980) adapted this paradigm to strategic management and examined existing firm"s strategic decision to enter a new business. Porter identified factors that prevail in any industry, such as product differentiation, economies of scale, economies of scope, organizational learning, etc. These factors present threats and opportunities for gaining and creating competitive advantage and in turn superior performance. In construction management literature, researchers explored competitive positioning and its performance implications in the context of the construction industry (Kale & Arditi, 2002; Cheah et al., 2007; David et al., 2008; Langford & Male, 2008; Co, 2014) . Kale & Arditi (2002) stated successful construction companies should place varying degrees of emphasis on more than one mode of competition, such as cost, quality, innovation, and time. David et al. (2008) confirmed the applicability of competitive strategy, which included cost, quality and delivery, to achieve competitiveness for Chinese contractors. In the international context, CCFs have made significant progress in building up their competitiveness in recent years and become competitors to other overseas contractors in international construction markets (Zhao & Shen, 2008) . Chinese contractors adopted competitive strategies especially in changing environment in order to achieve sustainable growth and profitability (Kallia, 2012) . Wu et al. (2008) analyed the prevailing process of internationalization of top Chinese constractors and provided a strategic direction for their international construction market selection. Parsa et al. (2015) stated that Chinese construction firms continued to improve their international competitiveness by adopting competitive strategies in the international construction markets.
Market entry strategies are one of the most important international business strategies. The selection of an appropriate entry mode is crucial and affects the overall success of an investment (Porter, 1989; Woodcock et al.，1994) . Through the internationalisation process, firms gradually expand their business activities beyond their national authority and launch operations in other countries (Ahmad & Kitchen, 2008) . To expand its activities to an international market, a firm must adapt an appropriate form of entry that determines the firm"s performance and survival in foreign markets (Pan & Tse, 2000) . The selection of an appropriate entry mode is crucial and affects the overall success of an investment. According to Pan & Tse (2000) , entry modes can be viewed as two major categories: equity-based modes (wholly-owned subsidiaries and equity joint ventures (EJVs) and non-equity-based modes (contractual agreements and export). Not all entry modes are suitable to any firms. The mode of entry decision reflects the level of commitment to and investment by the firm in international markets (Bradley, 2004) . For different market entry modes, the resource commitment should be different, and the firms will possess different control power, but they have to face different level of risks. Generally, the greater the resource commitment, the higher the risk, but also the more control the firm has over its international operation.
Research Hypotheses
With the globalization of the world economy, construction markets in most countries are gradually opening up to foreign contractors. International contractors from different countries tend to adopt different strategies to compete internationally. To achieve success in the international construction market, CCFs need to upgrade their organizational strategies through operations in new countries and markets. The framework presented here is based on earlier frameworks that were proposed or adopted in previous studies (Cheah et al., 2007; Chen & Orr, 2014; Kallia, 2012) . It proposes that construction firms" performance is critically dependent on their competitive strategy and market entry mode. Competitive strategy determines the relative competitive position and performance of CCFs in the international construction market. CCFs have to select suitable modes to enter foreign markets based on the environmental conditions and firms" internal factors, and market entry mode has direct impacts on CCFs" international performance.
Competitive Strategy and International Performance
The business environment within international construction market is very volatile. Competition from new entrants, social reforms, technological advancement and globalization pose major challenges of growth of this industry. Carpano et al. (1994) studied generic competitive strategies in the international context from two major dimensions: segment differentiation and geographical scope. They also highlighted the importance of cost leadership and differentiation strategies. Pheng et al. (2004) suggested that the relatively low cost of construction machinery, material and equipment from China facilitates the reduction of the bidding price for CCFs. Kallia (2012) focused on the competitive strategies adopted by Chinese contractors in Kenya and stated that the most practiced competitive strategies by Chinese adopted were cost leadership and difference strategy. Parsa et al. (2015) found that the international competitiveness of CCFs continued to improve due to relatively low costs and resulting competitive bidding prices. Thus, it is expected CCFs to have a broader range of possible actions and to rely heavily on developing competitive strategy in order to be sustainable in the international construction market.
Cost Leadership Strategy and International Performance
A cost leadership strategy requires management to focus its attention on competing on cost (Male & Stocks, 1991) . Cost advantage leads to superior performance if the firm provides an acceptable level of value to the client so that its cost advantage is not nullified by the need to charge a lower price than competitors (Porter, 1985) . The firm sells its products either at average industry prices to earn a profit higher than that of rivals, or below the average industry prices to gain market share. According to Porter (1985) , preferential access to raw materials, proprietary technology, and economies of scale or scope represent potentially significant competitive advantages. These represent sources of cost advantage and make the firm to be the low-cost leader in its industry. CCFs have obvious advantage on labour costs, material and equipment costs and overhead, as compared to their competitors from AICs. As Wu et al. (2008) commented, CCFs have been successfully competing in international markets based mainly on cost leadership strategy. Therefore, although cost leadership may not be effective for CCFs in the home market, it may be effective in international markets when competing with contractors from AICs. Thus the first hypothesis is: H 1.1 : Cost leadership strategy is positively related to CCFs' international performance.
Differentiation Strategy and International Performance
The differentiation strategy implies that a firm offers something unique and unmatched by its competitors and valued by the industry that enables the firm to command higher prices than industry average (Male & Stocks,1991) . Differentiation strategy calls for creating and developing something truly unique or that is perceived as unique in order to achieve and sustain competitive advantage. In construction industry, contractors using this competition strategy aim to outperform their rivals through providing their clients with more values. Many Chinese researchers suggested CCFs to adopt differentiation strategy in international markets (Wu et al., 2008) . In particular, CCFs have achieved good international performance by pursuing differentiation strategy, coupled with cost leadership (Kallia, 2012) . Thus, differentiation strategy could play an important role in improving CCF"s international performance. 
Geographical Scope Diversification and International Performance
Focusing on a market segment enables a firm to gain exclusive experience of the conditions and trends within that market segment which in turn increases its responsiveness. Therefore, adopting a narrow market approach to compete in the context of international construction presents some potential for creating superior performance. On the other hand, by adopting a broad market approach, contractors can exploit economies of scale and scope by sharing the resources in different locations, spreading the risks across different markets and significantly reducing their vulnerability against market fluctuations. As Gunhan (2003) indicated, expanding business into new geographical areas will help to establish new networks and improve the firm"s track record. Hence, adopting a broad market approach for competition also presents some potential for creating superior performance. Many Chinese researchers suggested that CCFs should widen their geographical coverage gradually. They argued that the narrow market approach is usually more suitable during the early venturing stage and for small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) with limited resources whereas the broad market approach is more appropriate for the developed stage and large CCFs (Wu et al., 2008; Chen & Orr,2014) . As this study focuses on large CCFs, the broad market approach is supposed to influence the international performance of CCFs, therefore: H 1.3 Geographical scope diversification is positively related to CCFs' international performance.
Business Scope Diversification and International Performance
Business scope diversification involves both horizontal diversification (into different products and services) and vertical integration (along a value system/vertical market). One possible reason for construction firms pursuing a horizontal diversification strategy is that there is a need to spread risks and reduce fluctuations in revenues, which may be seasonal or cyclical, as suggested by the portfolio theory (Hillebrandt & Cannon, 1989) . Another possible reason for pursuing horizontal diversification is to fully create synergies among operating and management activities. Two major reasons for pursuing the vertical integration strategy are reducing operational uncertainty and increasing profitability. Adopting a broad product/service approach enables CCFs to share their resources in different foreign projects. The synergy among these resources can lead to cost reductions and enhance revenue and hence improve their international performance. Therefore, this study supposes that business scope diversification is helpful for the international performance of CCFs. Based on the above discussions, the fourth hypothsis is made as follows:
Business scope diversification is positively related to CCFs' international performance.
Market Entry Strategy
It is an ambitious task to link market entry strategies with their influence on subsequent performance. Gunhan (2003) stated that some entry modes provided better performance than other modes. Anand & Delios (1997) showed that market entry strategy could have important implications for firm"s performance. Specifically, it was found that the comparative performance of the three entry modes -wholly-owned subsidiary, joint venture (JV) and merger and acquisition (M&A) was contingent on the industry of entry and the associated demands for local content. Chen & Hu (2002) revealed that wholly-owned subsidiaries are more likely to be chosen than EJVs when MNEs expand into markets with high regional and industrial growth; and they are also more likely to be chosen than CJVs when the investments involve proprietary products or where the cultural distance is large between the home and host country markets. Pan & Chi (1999) revealed that MNEs using wholly-owned subsidiary and EJVs to enter into China achieved better financial performance than those employing CJVs. JV means that all rights and obligations, risks and returns are shared according to equity contributions or the JV contract (Chen & Hu, 2002) . CCFs adopting JVs benefit from savings in production costs, risk sharing with local partners, acquiring knowledge of host markets, and securing future growth opportunities. Sophisticated contracting has become one of the significant trends of international construction. The sophistication level of contracting modes directly influences the rivalry intensity among international construction participants (Leiringer, 2006) . Sophisticated contracting modes set higher entry barriers for participants in track records, financing, technological and management capability.
Based on the above analysis, each entry mode has ample scope for application. The impacts of wholly-owned subsidiary, JV and sophisticated contracting strategies on firm"s performance are hypothesized as follows: 
Research Methodology

The Sample and Survey Instrument
The survey method used is a structured questionnaire. The original English questionnaire was first reviewed and revised by two professors (one in engineering management and another in strategic management) with substantial research experience in the subject area in China and then translated into Chinese. The questionnaire survey targeted large CCFs which were undertaking international construction projects. The sample was selected based on the ranking of the firms in the ENR Top 250 International Contractors list and their reputation in China. The questionnaire, together with a cover letter explaining the methodology and objective of the study, was distributed to fifteen CCFs by mail. Altogether 260 sets of questionnaire were sent out, and a total of 92 sets of answered questionnaires were received. The rate of return is 35.4%.
The general information of the respondents is summarized in Table 1 . Among these respondents, 37 were from top management, and 55 were department managers and project managers. There were 48 respondents from civil engineering firms and 44 from general building firms. Most of the respondents were from HQs, whereas 28 were from their subsidiaries which were involved in international construction. All respondents were experienced and well familiar with the research area. After sending out the questionnaire, further contacts through email and telephone were also made to confirm and probe further several respondents" views if such respondents had provided contact information in the returned questionnaire. 
Measurement
Most of the factors in the questionnaire are self-developed to suit the practice in the industry. The instrument has been tested for face-to-face validity on contractors. All key variables in the study were assessed using multiple measures. Such measures are necessary to capture the domain of the constructs adequately and accurately (Churchill, 1979; Nunnally, 1978) . In addition, this approach is believed to reduce measurement error and increase the reliability and validity of the measures (Churchill, 1979) .
The competitive strategy variables were measured using five-point Likert scales ranging from 1 "not at all important" to 5 "extremely important". Cost leadership strategy included six items: (1) labour cost, (2) material and equipment cost, (3) overhead cost, (4) project and operational cost control, (5) ability to access low-cost resources, and (6) economies of scale or scope. Differentiation strategy could be measured and developed in five areas: (1) quality, (2) delivery time, (3) tractive financing packages, (4) good relationship with external parties, and (5) technology and innovation.
Firm's Performance
The performance was often measured by the business volume (including sales, profit) , efficiency (productivity, return on equity) (Davies & Walters, 2004) , and the overall performance (Kale & Arditi, 2002) . The overall performance can be measured by a multi -dimensional method or by averaging the sales growth and profit growth. This research adopted the latter, which means that the sales growth and profit growth were treated as equally important for the international performance of CCFs.
Analysis and Results
Reliability Analysis
The reliability of data is the basis of the quality of research findings. The internal consistency of scales is usually assessed by the Cronbach Alpha method. Cronbach"s coefficient alpha was used to measure the degree of covariation among competitive strategy and market entry strategies variables. Cronbach Alpha values for the research variables of these constructs, which indicated that all survey data are basically reliable. The resulting values range from 0.59 to 0.62, indicating an acceptable level of internal consistency (Churchill, 1979; Nunnally, 1978) .
Research Findings
Regression analysis is used to determine the degree to which selected independent variables were able to predict Chinese CCFs. The measure of "overall performance" is given by the average of sales and profit growth rates.
Competitive Strategy and International Performance
As indicated in table 2, these three related models are all statistically significant at 0.01 level. The values of adjusted R 2 for Model 1a, 1b and 1c are 0.46, 0.38 and 0.57 respectively. It means that these four generic competitive strategy variables can explain 46%, 38% and 57% of the variance in the sales growth, profit growth and overall performance of CCFs. These values are deemed to be acceptable for evaluating these three models, compared to previous studies.
The results showed that cost leadership strategy has significantly positive relationship with overall performance with a coefficient of 0.37 at 0.01 levels, indicating that H 1.1 is supported. Differentiation strategy had significantly positive relationship with international performance with coefficients of 0.30 at 0.01 level, Thus H 1.2 is supported. Geographical scope diversification has no significantly positive relationship with any of the three performance variables at 0.1 level of significance, H 1.3 was not supported. The regression coefficients of business scope diversification were statistically significant to sale growth (β=0.22, p<0.05) and overall performance (β=0.16, p<0.10). Thus H 1.4 was supported. As indicated in table 3, all these three related models are all statistically significant at 0.01 level. The values of adjusted R 2 for Model 2a, 2b and 2c are 0.36, 0.27 and 0.39 respectively, which are deemed acceptable for evaluating these three models. It implies that these three market entry strategy variables can explain 36%, 27% and 39% of the variance in the sales growth, profit growth and overall performance of CCFs.
The results showed that wholly-owned subsidiary has had a significantly positive relationship with both profit growth (β=0.41, p<0.01) and overall performance (β=0.31, p<0.01). Hence, H 2.1 was supported. The regression coefficients of JV strategy variable had a significantly positive relationship with both sales growth (β=0.39 p<0.01) and overall performance (β=0.31, p<0.01). Thus, H 2.2 was also supported. The results showed that sophisticated contracting had a significantly positive relationship with all the three performance variables: sales growth (β=0.34, p<0.01), profit growth (β=0.21, p<0.05), and overall performance (β=0.33, p<0.01). Therefore, H 2.3 was strongly supported. 
Discussion of the Findings
As indicated in the analytical results, cost leadership and differentiation strategies directly contributed to the international performance of CCFs in term of sales growth and profit growth. When CCFs compete at the international level, their major competitors are foreign contractors, particularly those from AIC, CCFs have comparative cost advantage as compared to their competitors from AICs. However, they tended to lag behind their competitors in technological, financial and management aspects. Hence, they will require their cost advantage to offset these disadvantages. At the same time, a number of large CCFs had already accumulated much experience in executing large, complex projects both at home and in international markets, which enabled them to adopt differentiation strategy. Besides, they could also differentiate themselves from the AIC competitors in other aspects. Externally, international competition has become increasingly intense, with contracting modes becoming more complicated. This necessitates all participants to position themselves differently to increase their winning chances and remain competitive, as pure reliance on cost advantage is no longer relevant in this market environment.
In addition to cost leadership and differentiation strategies, the analytical results also revealed that business scope diversification contributed to the international performance of CCFs in terms of sales growth. The business scope of these CCFs in China is broad, covering a wide range of construction and related businesses. Business scope diversification in international markets can enable them to effectively employ their human resources and specialised construction equipment at home. However, as business scope diversification usually requires firms to increase or re-allocate resources, firm"s performance in profitability could be affected, especially at the early stage. Due to the short history of CCFs" international operation, the financial benefits accruing from this strategy had yet to be realized. The positive relationship between geographical scope diversification and international performance was not supported by the results. The insufficient international exposure and high entry barriers in many countries increased CCFs" costs of initial entry to such countries, thereby hindered their geographical expansion. The disadvantageous financial and technological capabilities of CCFs still posed as bottlenecks in their geographical expansion.
Using the wholly-owned subsidiary approach, CCFs could fully utilize their cost advantage and hence achieved better financial performance. However, due to their lack of international exposure, wholly-owned subsidiary would further limit their international networking compared to the pursuit of JV strategy, thus undermining their international competitiveness. This could be the reason why wholly-owned subsidiary approach failed to help increase their sales volume. JV strategy helped CCFs achieve good sales growth, but was unable to help them increase their profits. This result indicated that even though CCFs were confident in sole operation in traditional markets, they still needed to cooperate with foreign firms. Cooperating with local contractors might enable CCFs to make full use of the locational advantages. Sophisticated contracting strategy contributed to CCFs" sales growth and profit growth. The locational and cultural proximity enabled large CCFs to implement large, complicated projects in their traditional markets. Sophisticated contracting reduced the intensity of rivalry thus increasing profits, and enabled CCFs to offer unique service packages to increase client"s value, which was also benefit to themselves.
Conclusions
This study has taken a step toward delineating the dimensions of competitive strategy and market entry mode adopted by construction firms through comprehensive literature and preliminary interviews. The CCFs" competitive strategy could be characterized by four dimensions: cost leadership strategy, differentiation strategy, geographical scope diversification and business scope diversification. The entry mode strategies covered wholly-owned subsidiary, JV and sophisticated contracting strategies. Based on data collected from CCFS in China, this study has confirmed the importance of competitive strategies, including cost leadership strategy, differentiation strategy and business scope diversification, to achieve their superior performance. Moreover, there are positive relationships among entry mode strategies with CCFs" international performance.
The findings of this study also have implications for management practice. Specifically, the result of this research may be useful for management practitioners who are involved in the development of CCFs. Top management of CCFs should also pay more attention to the interaction of the generic competitive strategies and market entry strategies. For example, CCFs could first partner with their foreign counterparts to undertake projects in China. Upon building up their mutual trust and relationship, CCFs could seek the reciprocal assistance from their foreign partners to venture into their home or third country markets. Besides, forming JVs with foreign contractors specialized in different project segments could also be a good channel for CCFs to diversify their business scope. In this way, the initial investment and attendant risk arising from unfamiliarity for such projects would be minimized. Thus the flexible application of a portfolio of strategies could be an avenue for future success of CCFs in international markets.
There are some limitations in terms of the scope of this research, which lead to the recommendations for others to research in future. This research focuses on large CCFs and in particular SOEs. However, the number of large private CCFs has been increasing. Private CCFs are very active in the home market. They have evident advantages in numerous aspects, such as a more flexible management system and progressive corporate culture over SOEs. Thus, the study of private CCFs warrants future research. The hypothesis testing results were based on the current status of CCFs and their international performance for the past three years. Due to the dynamic nature of the measures for the research variables, future research is required to constantly update the conceptual model to reflect the new circumstances when situation changes. In this study, only the selected market entry strategies were studied. Other entry modes could also become more important to CCFs, such as M&A. Western contractors have been treating M&A as an important entry mode. A number of large CCFs have also executed M&As within Chinese enterprises over the past few years. This phenomenon tends to continue under the guidance of the Chinese government. Thus, M&A strategy should be considered in future research.
In summary, this research provides overall guidelines for CCFs to understand their international strategic position and external environments, to know the major international strategic management aspects to be emphasized, and what strategies are critical for improving their international performance. Corporate managers of CCFs should take further actions to formulate concrete strategies from a long-term strategic management perspective, by considering these guidelines, other strategic management knowledge, and their firms" specific status.
